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'The work presented in this thesis is, to the best of my knowledge and belief, 
original, except as acknowledged in the text, and has not been submitted 
either whole or in part, for a degree at this, or any other, university." 
. /�:� - . __;J Signed { _;.·· · :\. ·--==---- Karen Fisher 
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Abstract 
The year 1939 saw the arrival in Brisbane of Dr Gertrude Langer and her 
husband Karl from Vienna, after fleeing the Nazi annexation and occupation 
of Austria. Langer was an academic who had gained her PhD in Fine Arts 
from the University of Vienna and had not only a great knowledge of 
contemporary practices in European art, but had been required as part of her 
studies to acquire a knowledge of Asian art. Her writing, teaching and work 
both within and outside traditional institutional frameworks from the time of her 
arrival until her death in 1984 have had far reaching effects on and 
implications for what now exists as the arts scene in Queensland. 
Dr Langer was a prominent figure in the cultural life of Brisbane from the time 
of her arrival in Brisbane in 1939 up until her passing in 1984. She wrote 
regular art reviews for The Courier Mail from 1956 up until her death and was 
very active in promoting the work of local artists such as Jon Molvig, 
organised and held lectures for students and the public, was instrumental in 
establishing the Queensland branch of the Arts Council and was heavily 
involved in the Art Gallery Society. She served two terms as President, and 
was integral in organising and advising on purchases of art works by the 
Society. These roles demonstrate her desire to play an integral part in 
founding a solid and thriving art scene in Brisbane, as well as widening the 
scope of art education in Queensland. 
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This thesis will examine Langer's determination to increase awareness and 
appreciation of art in Queensland through her many activities in terms of a 
cultural exchange between Dr Langer and her new home, not only Brisbane 
but also in the wider context of Australian art. Betty Churcher wrote in an 
article on Langer in 1993 that Langer was driven by her gratitude to Brisbane 
for giving her asylum, "She remained grateful for the rest of her life, loyal in 
spite of a slight disdain, and determined to repay in some measure what she 
felt she owed. " I would argue that this was not her only motivation and 
suggest that it was her European and educational background that may have 
been a stronger force. Langer was a prolific writer, but a lack of 'criticality' in 
her writing and teaching, which was in the genre of art appreciation and 
promotion, indicates that her interest lay outside academic and intellectual life. 
Her interest was the 'public' and she aimed to increase their appreciation of 
and for the works that were readily available- contemporary local (regional 
and national) art, which she promoted heavily in her reviews for The Courier 
Mail. 
As a result of her upbringing in Europe I suggest she was drawn to the work 
of the European expressionist art and artists (e. g. here in Brisbane, Jon 
Molvig) that rose to prominence in the first decades of last century. I will
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argue that the Expressionists' aim of making art that resisted elitism and 
academicism as well as elevating human awareness was influential on and 
reflected in Langer's work. This may also account for the lack of criticality (i.e. 
critical theory) in her reviews and lectures, in favour of informing and 
educating the public. 
Langer's achievements are remarkable and all the more so considering that 
she was a refugee to this country. What truly inspired her? Brisbane's art 
scene was in its infancy and lacked a European sophistication that Langer 
was familiar with. However, she was still able to identify opportunities as well 
as what was lacking. By examining her career in the terms outlined above, 
this thesis will argue that out the Dr Langer's exile from Austria a sense of 
freedom arose that inspired Langer to pursue and acquire a 'place' in the 
developing art scene in Brisbane. 
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Introduction 
This thesis considers some of the problems in writing about Queensland art 
and artists from 1940's to the 1960's, with particular reference to art in 
Brisbane. It does so by a close study of the activities of the emigre art critic 
and historian Dr Gertrude Langer, who arrived in Brisbane in 1939. In 
particular it considers her role as an art educator, public advocate for the arts 
and newspaper critic up to the mid 1960s. 
An interesting recent anthology of art criticism in Australia by Benjamin 
Genocchio The Art of Persuasion: Australian Art Criticism 1950- 2001, 
gathers together, art reviews and criticism written especially for the 
newspaper reading public of the times. There is only a brief mention of Dr 
Langer's role as art reviewer for The Courier Mail , even though her career 
writing for the Queensland paper spans almost the entirety of the period that 
Genocchio is cataloguing. Her participation is mentioned in terms of the large 
number of years - he credits her with being one of Australia's longest serving 
modern art critics 1 - she wrote for The Courier Mail, rather than a discussion
of her serious contribution to art writing. Genocchio's book in fact features 
very little regional content in relation to his topic. Articles from the major city 
papers feature strongly - The Australian, Melbourne Age, Sydney Herald, and 
so on. Genocchio does know enough of her history to advise that she had 
studied art history in both Vienna and Paris. His lack of serious consideration 
of her work is revealed by the fact that he states that she wrote for the paper 
up until 1989 - she passed away in 1984. With such a long and distinguished 
career and life in Brisbane, why is her body of work not considered worthy of 
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more investigation by Genocchio for his book? Is Queensland art in general 
considered to be irrelevant for the history of art in Australia? 
This attitude to Langer's work seems also to apply to Queensland art and 
artists for a similar period. The study and even definition of provincial art is 
undoubtedly problematic. Terry Smith wrote about this back in 197 4 in his 
classic essay "The Provincialism Problem".2 His notion that all art centres
outside the major one - his this case New York - were seen merely imitating 
the centre persisted up until the 1980's, when the very term provincial came 
under review. Rex Butler included Smith's essay in his book of collected 
essays from the 1980's and 1990's, What is Appropriation? 1996, and 
comments in his introduction: 
This is what Smith in his article means by provincialism: an "attitude of 
subservience to an externally imposed hierarchy of values", in which not 
only are the criteria for standards of quality, originality, interest, 
forcefulness, etc, determined elsewhere, but the provincial artist cannot 
but be judged in terms of them. That is to say, even when provincial art 
is simply different from that in the metropolis, it can only be understood 
in relation to it, as either a response to or a rejection of it.3
Through the notion of "appropriation" in art works and art writing that occurred 
throughout the 1980's, Butler refutes the literal meaning of provincialism by 
suggesting that ideas do not merely travel in one direction, that is, from the 
centre to the periphery. While Smith's essay encourages artists not to buy into 
the notion of provincialism, Butler also refutes the idea of one unbroken or 
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linear history for art where regional art and artists are regarded as merely 
following behind or mimicking art coming out of centres such as Paris or New 
York, by teasing out of Smith's provincialism argument that the centre does 
not actually exist without the peripheral or regional centres, which it 
supposedly dominates. There is in fact a perpetual exchange of ideas, art 
and artists between the two. This is clearly demonstrated by Smith in his 
essay in regard to both Australian art and also other art centres in the US. 
This notion has now infiltrated art criticism and history, and its impact is such 
that art history is being revised in terms of multiple and/or parallel histories.4
In 2000 The Wall Street Journal reported that both The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art in New York and the Tate Modern in the UK, both instigators of a 
continuous unbroken history for modern art, are both reviewing the way the 
story of modern art is presented in their institutions, i.e. no longer presenting a 
chronological or artist by artist lineage in their exhibitions.5
Within Australia's art history, this notion of provincialism has long been 
applied to Queensland art with the idea that it has existed outside the 
mainstream and that its contribution to the development of modern art in 
Australia's history has been mostly insignificant. Published histories of 
Australian art history tend to revolve around Sydney and Melbourne art 
movements, groups and artists, especially in relation to being progressive and 
radical. This is mostly demonstrated through either a total absence of any 
mention of Queensland artists in the histories of the period, or only a token 
few lines. For example in Richard Haese's Rebels and Precursors: The 
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Revolutionary Years of Australian Art, Brisbane art and artists are mentioned 
only very briefly - the Barjai and Miya Studio artists - when he discusses the 
Ern Malley hoax. The persisting attitudes of Sydney and Melbourne to the 
local scene are reflected in the way he describes the impact of the hoax: "it 
spread to outposts as far afield culturally as Brisbane".6 This situation is not
remedied by those histories produced locally such as in Helen Fridemanis' 
history of the local branch of the Contemporary Art Society, Artists and 
Aspects of the Contemporary Art Society, Queensland Branch, published in 
1991. Fridemanis states from the outset in her introduction: "Queensland's 
contribution to national cultural change has been minimal "7. She views
Queensland's art history as more of an "awakening" than about innovation, in 
regard to modern art. 8 
This thesis does not wish to engage in a debate about provincialism but 
argues that by studying Dr Langer, not as a minor and peripheral case, but 
through the concept of cultural exchange, we may come to a more nuanced 
understanding of her impact on the Brisbane art scene at this time. Whilst 
Langer has never been written out of Queensland art history, her cultural 
background and her drive and energy as an art educator, put her in a unique 
position in Brisbane. This should not be regarded as minor or insignificant. 
Her range of interests and activities are testament to this. More importantly, it 
is the melding of her European ideas, her awareness of modern and Asian art 
and her broad scale, influential promotion of local artistic endeavours that 
allows us to rethink the notion of provincialism in relation to Brisbane and 
Queensland. Thus she has an important and interesting place in the story of 
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art in Australia. We may not be able to determine her full legacy, but it was out 
of the cultural exchanges that took place between a European trained 
academic and local artists with links to Sydney and Melbourne, as well as her 
role as an art critic and educator, that the Brisbane art environment was 
broadened and subjected to a far wider set of influences than have been 
acknowledged by academics to date. 
There are a number of accounts of Brisbane's art history. Many were locally 
produced. This might seem to reinforce the notion of Brisbane as a regional 
backwater, but in fact the activities and ideas documented in these texts 
suggest the reverse. These include publications such as Bradbury and 
Cooke's Thorns and Petals 100 Years of the Royal Queensland Art Society 
(1988) and the Queensland Art Gallery's A Time Remembered: Art in 
Brisbane 1950 to 1975 (1995). They chronicle the Brisbane art scene in the 
periods as stated in their titles and are strong sources of information on many 
of the artists, art professionals and activities that occurred as some of the 
main influences in the history of art in Brisbane. Other references can be 
found within broad histories of Brisbane and Queensland. Joanne Watson's 
'Brisbane's Little Chelsea' was rewritten as the chapter on the Lyceum Club 
for the Evans and Ferrier book Radical Brisbane: An Unruly History (2004). 
Another influential group of artists and art professionals with whom Langer 
was involved was the Contemporary Art Society (CAS). She was a founding 
member of the executive in 1961.9 Whilst Helen Fridemanis' comprehensive
history from 1961 to 1973 of the group in Artists and Aspects of the 
Contemporary Art Society, Queensland Branch, does not cover the entire 
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period of my study, I have included it because of Langer's early involvement 
with the group, and more importantly it covers the breadth of this group of 
artists in Brisbane's history as well as discussing the broader art scene in 
Brisbane prior to and during the history of the CAS. 
All these publications discuss Langer's contribution and involvement in 
Brisbane's art history either in detail or more briefly. However, they are very 
specific to Brisbane and little is mentioned in relation to any broader 
Australian art scene. Bearing in mind the attitude as previously mentioned of 
Brisbane and Queensland's provincialism in the writing of Australian art 
history, the material I have examined does not study in detail the notion of 
cultural exchange between Brisbane and other art centres in Australia and 
what impact this may have had. My thesis will use the sources mentioned, but 
I will also make use of new and original source material such as Langer's 
newspaper reviews and her archive held in the Fryer Library, which contains 
scrapbooks of press clippings, notes on her poetry, and other personal items 
such as letters.10 In so doing, I will be examining Langer's work and
involvement at a local level, but also the contact and exchange that occurred 
between Dr Langer herself and art practitioners elsewhere in Australia, as 
somewhat of a guide to what exchange occurred between Queensland and 
"outside" its borders. I also wish to consider Langer's activities in terms of the 
continued dismissal of her importance and role as well as that of Queensland 
art in general in the broader Australian art history context. I will also examine 
her life and attitudes on a more philosophical level as to whether an art critic 
from Brisbane had a truly global attitude about art. I believe and aim to 
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demonstrate that her vision and achievements in Queensland reflect this to 
some degree. 
Chapter One briefly, but importantly for this thesis, examines Langer's 
background, her cultural philosophies, her training, and her husband Karl 
Langer's influence and support. It is also makes reference to the notion of 
cultural exchange and its significance at a time when Australia was being 
exposed more and more to overseas influences through travelling abroad and 
the arrival of many immigrants - many of them refugees, some of whom also 
contributed to the artistic life of Australia, such as one of Langer's 
compatriots, Desiderius Orban. He was an artist who fled Vienna and came 
to Brisbane around the same time as the Langers. 1 1  The impact of the ideas
and philosophies that artists and writers like Orban and Langer passed on to 
their "pupils" in classes and discussions is impossible to qualify, but they 
surely served to broaden the cultural scene in Brisbane both at the time and in 
perpetuity. Overall the aim of this chapter is to demonstrate the extent and 
range of the roles Langer undertook and the seriousness with which she 
regarded her mission here in Brisbane. 
Chapter Two will examine her activities on a local scale, including her 
newspaper reviews, her support of local artists, and her involvement with art 
organisations in Brisbane such as the Art Gallery Society, the Contemporary 
Art Society and the Queensland Arts Council. It will also address her 
attempts to overcome a seemingly ambivalent attitude towards art in Brisbane 
by the general public and often reinforced by the very paper she wrote her art 
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reviews for. The often contradictory and conservative attitude of The Courier 
Mail can be demonstrated by examining both Langer's reviews in relation to 
other articles by Langer's colleagues, along with letters to the editor. I have 
sourced the articles from The Courier Mail surrounding the controversy of the 
purchase of several French Masters in 1959 by the Queensland Art Gallery.12
Here Langer had the opportunity to bring her European and academic 
background into play in this series of reviews on each piece to enlighten the 
people of Queensland as to their importance. Her reviews are examined in 
this same chapter, in the context of how Brisbane responded to these major 
purchases by their government. 
Sometimes controversial and confronting, Langer always demonstrated a 
strong belief in the importance of a healthy and vigorous art scene, but one 
that would stand up against or be in cultural contact with most importantly for 
this thesis Sydney and Melbourne. Crucial for Langer was that local artists 
should have the opportunity to see art from the other states of Australia first 
hand and she was involved in organising a number of interstate exhibitions. 
Chapter Three will discuss one exhibition in particular, that of Contemporary 
Sydney Painters in 1961. This was the first she organised as President of the 
newly formed Arts Council Queensland Division.13
Chapter Four will discuss Langer's activities in the broader sense of her life's 
work as a vocation and where her knowledge, activities and influence place 
her in terms of Australia's art scene during this time. This chapter examines 
what underpinned her passionate determination to live a life devoted to the 
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arts and its dissemination to the people of Queensland. Did she have a more 
universal attitude and was she possibly more international than has been 
recognised by art historians to date? 
Overall this study aims to argue Langer's role in the arts in Queensland is 
worthy of mention not only in terms of regional art, but also in a broader 
national sense, and secondly that Brisbane and Queensland did in fact have a 
healthy and vital art scene within the context of what was occurring in not only 
other regional centres but also the major art centres of Australia. This thesis 
will demonstrate that it was Langer's European background and training and 
her personal passion to educate and interest the local public in the arts that 
resulted in her vital contribution to its development not only in Queensland, 
but also in terms of the larger story of art in Australia. 
1 Benjamin Genocchio, The Art of Persuasion: Australian Art Criticism /950- 2001, p. 12 
2 Terry Smith, The Provincialism Problem, 1974 from Rex Butler's, What is Appropriation?: an 
anthology of writings on Australian Art in the 1980's and /990 's (Second Edition) 
IMA Publishing. Brisbane. 2004 
3 Rex Butler, Introduction in What is Appropriation?: an anthology of writings on Australian Art in 
the 1980's and 1990's (Second Edition) 
IMA Publishing. Brisbane. 2004 
4 Both the AlAE 2005 Conference and SITAC's 41h international symposium on contemporary art 
theory are focusing on the issues of multiple art histories in relation to art outside the so-called major 
centres. 
5 Jason Kaufman, "For Modem Art Museums, A Time for Change", The Wall Street Journal, May 12 
2000 
6 Richard Haese Rebels and Precursors, 1988, Penguin Books, Melbourne, 1988, p. 143 
7 Helen Fridemanis, Artists and Aspects of the Contemporary Art Society Queensland Branch, 
Boolarong Publications, Brisbane, 1991 p.v. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Fridemanis, pp. 2,3 
1 0 Dr Gertrude Langer Archive, Fryer Library, Call No UQFL 157 
1 1  Telephone interview with Irene Amos 8 September 2005. Amos talked about the small books that 
Orban published about his painting philosophies and the fact that coming from a similar background to 
Langer was influential in the dissemination of new ideas to Brisbane artists. 
12 Dr Gertrude Langer, The Courier Mail, Special Reviews No I - 6, 7- 31 July, 1959 
13 Glenn R Cooke, A Time Remembered- Art in Brisbane 1950 to /975, Queensland Art Gallery, 1995 
p. 107 
Chapter One . . .... . ..... . . ... . . .... . . .... . . ... . . . . . .. . . ... . . . .... . . . . . . . . . . ...... . .......... . . 14 
Chapter One- Dr Gertrude Langer: Her Life in Brisbane 
The year 1939 saw the arrival in Brisbane of Or Gertrude Langer and her 
husband Or Karl Langer, an architect, after fleeing the Nazi's annexation of 
Austria in 1938. Their departure from Austria is well documented in the many 
accounts of their lives: 
With Hitler's annexation of Austria in March 1938, the Langers 
automatically became citizens of the Third Reich. Karl and Gertrude 
Langer left Vienna in mid-September 1938, travelling via Athens to 
Australia, where they arrived in May 1939.1 
Or Gertrude Langer was acadef11ically trained and awarded the Degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy, majoring in History of Art from the University of Vienna, 
where her teacher Professor Josef Strzygowski ensured that his students 
gained a broader knowledge of art, not only European but also importantly 
world art including Asian art.2 lt can be argued that her writing, teaching and 
involvement both within and outside traditional institutional frameworks from 
the time of her arrival until her death in 1984 had far reaching effects and a 
major impact on what now exists as the arts scene in Brisbane. Or Langer's 
activities during her life include, giving lectures in her home and then later for 
the QAG Society, her work for and association with the Royal Art Gallery 
Society, her newspaper reviews for The Courier Mail from 1953 to 1984, and 
her role as President of the Queensland Arts Council chapter commencing in 
1961, to name only a few of her contributions to Brisbane's art scene. 
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While other art critics in Australia such as Bernard Smith were known for their 
writing and teaching, Or Langer was known within the arts community of 
Queensland for being involved in much more than her role as art reviewer. In 
investigating the implications of Or Langer's many roles in bringing art to the 
people of Queensland, it is also noteworthy to mention her output in terms of 
being an influential woman at a time when there would have been few women 
in similar positions. There were other women involved in the arts in Brisbane, 
in particular in education, such as the artists Daphne Mayo and Vida Lahey, 
but the circumstances of Langer's arrival in Brisbane and her background 
raise interesting and problematic issues about Brisbane at this time. With 
prestigious academic training, why did she never join the staff at a university 
or art college? Her husband Or Karl Langer -a notable architect and teacher 
-was also very involved in the Brisbane art scene. Did this allow Gertrude 
easier entry into this world than if she had been a lone female figure? As one 
of her main aims was to make art more accessible to the general public, just 
how accessible or indeed available were the galleries and art societies to the 
general public during these important years? 
Betty Churcher, herself an artist who grew up in Brisbane and well placed to 
comment on the art scene in Brisbane mid last century, addresses some of 
these issues in her tribute to Or Langer in Art Australia's special "Emigre" 
edition, when describing Brisbane as a world far removed from the one Dr 
Langer left behind in Vienna: 
Brisbane in 1939 was prim, set in its ways, and sure of its ways ... 
Brisbane at that time had no indigenous professional theatre, no Arts 
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Council, no vacation schools for the arts, no fine arts chair at the 
university, no arts touring to remote schools and areas, and a blind 
prejudice against women improving their station. Gertrude Langer 
changed much of this: thanks to her efforts, the Brisbane she 
departed in 1984 was a very different Brisbane to the one she entered 
in 1939.3 (Churcher, p5 14) 
Whilst Dr Langer is credited with accomplishing some important and enduring 
headway in regard to these issues, she did not arrive to find a completely 
sterile environment where art and its associated activities were unknown or 
rejected outright - and to castigate Brisbane in this way for being a cultural 
backwater in the last century is misplaced and unfounded. However, 
achieving widespread public acceptance of modern art was a challenge that 
she and other like-minded residents of Brisbane faced due to the 
conservatism of the mainstream arts audience. The notion of cultural 
exchange also plays a part in this thesis. While Dr Langer brought with her 
the philosophies and experiences of European art and culture, through both 
her academic training at the University of Vienna and her upbringing in Vienna 
-a city that embraced both traditional and contemporary advances in all 
facets of the arts - it was her interaction with local contemporary art and artists 
and the public that became the crucial driving force for her work and personal 
life in Brisbane. 
Dr Langer did have predecessors who strongly supported the arts. Prior to her 
arrival in Queensland, Daphne Mayo the sculptor (1895-1982), also a strong 
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advocate for art education in Queensland, founded the Queensland Art Fund 
in 1930. Funds were raised initially to acquire overseas examples of 
contemporary art for the State Gallery. She also went on to campaign for 
better premises for the State collection. Both Daphne Mayo and the painter 
Vida Lahey (d 1968), who strongly believed in art education, brought about 
the opening of creative art classes for children at the Gallery in 1941. 4 
There were also existing groups of artists and writers outside the traditional 
art establishment at the time of Dr Langer's arrival. One such group was the 
Barjai group, which by 1944 was holding regular meetings in Brisbane. 5 lt 
was made up of writers, actors, and artists such as Joy Roggenkamp and 
Laurence Hope. The group, which promoted experimental art and writing, 
published regular issues of the magazine under the name Barjai. 6 Dr Langer 
became involved with, and lent support to, this young and often regarded as 
radical group of artists during the 1940s_? Joanne Watson's account of the 
Barjai group (which importantly also included the establishment of the Miya 
Artists Studio in 1945), Brisbane's Little Chelsea: The Cultural Legacy of the 
Barjai and Miya groups describes how, 
Gertrude Langer opened her home on Coronation Drive, a few doors 
down from the Toowong train station. lt was here that she offered 
support and encouragement to the Barjai group. An art critic and 
historian, Langer conducted a series of talks which exposed Barjai 
members -then starved of the rich cultural heritage she had to offer­
to the influences of Asian arts, Cubism, Surrealism, Egyptian and 
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Persian art and the philosophies of Taoism and Buddhism. 8 
According to Watson's account, by 1945 Barjai began to appear as a forty 
page quarterly magazine, which, most importantly to the modern art 
movement in Brisbane, dedicated a section of each issue to contemporary art 
reproductions. 9 
This small cross section of what was occurring prior to and around the early 
1940's demonstrates that there were local artists and writers already 
promoting the cause of modern art in Queensland, but this is not widely 
acknowledged in the mainstream history of Australian art. lrene Amos, a 
Brisbane artist who attended many of Or Langer's lectures including the very 
early ones, believes that Langer was a pioneer in the type of information she 
brought to Brisbane. Having said that Brisbane was not devoid of an art 
scene, it was lacking in certain ways as lrene Amos described in her interview 
such as at the time of Dr Langer's arrival in Brisbane it was the sort of place 
that did not even have a bookshop where you could buy art books. The 
1940's to the 1960's were very formative years for art in Brisbane. There 
were not many exponents of modern art practices teaching. Roy Churcher 
and Jon Molvig were two of the few. lrene, herself, was a pioneer for 
contemporary art in Brisbane and was the first practising artist in Australia to 
receive a doctorate in the visual arts. 
lrene Amos regards Langer's European background, especially her 
awareness of and high regard for Expressionism as informing her beliefs and 
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activities here in Brisbane. Coming from Vienna in 1939, Langer had studied 
not only German Expressionist works, but also believed in its philosophy that 
art was for all people and that it should elevate the mind and spirit. Whilst she 
promoted the arts in all its forms and many of the trends current in painting at 
the time, this identification with Expressionist art, I believe, led her to favour 
the work of particular artists such as Jon Molvig, who practised and taught in 
Brisbane during the 1950's and into the 1960's. 10 His works, for Langer, 
epitomised the philosophies and creativity of the European Expressionist 
movement and she related strongly to his work. In A Time Remembered, 
Cooke quotes from one of Langer's reviews in The Courier Mail in regard to 
the impact he had on his students: 
[Molvig's] method seems to have proved liberating for some aspiring 
painters there. Without imposing his own manners (he has several) 
on his students, he seems to help them in developing their own 
ideas ... there are some cases where talent and personality emerge 
quite clearly. 11
One Queensland artist strongly "influenced by Molvig's expressionist stance" 
was Gordon Shepherdson, whose portrait of Langer Or Gertrude Langer, 
OBE12, c1978, was donated to the QAG by the QAG Society in 1982, which is 
apt considering that he was perhaps, as Cooke states in A Time 
Remembered, "the most consistent exponent of the expressionism that Or 
Langer promoted". 13 Langer espoused in her teachings her belief in 
individualism and the unique creative capacity of each individual. Art was not 
about merely mimicking other work but developing one's own style of 
expression. 14 She was full of praise for many contemporary Australian artists 
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and was passionate about increasing the recognition of local artists within 
their own community. Borne out of the European Expressionist philosophies 
were her strong feelings that art should be a part of daily life, and she strove 
tirelessly to educate the people of Brisbane on the subject of art. Her work 
with the Art Gallery Society and the Queensland Arts Council is indicative of 
her attempts to lobby for recognition of the arts by all levels of government 
through decent funding and suitable venues and amenities. 
From her arrival in Brisbane in 1939 Langer began her life-long work of art 
education. As the "only voice of informed authority" 15 in Brisbane at the time 
of her arrival, she began giving lectures in both art history and art appreciation 
to the Queensland Art Fund and also privately from her home.16 According to 
Betty Churcher's recollections of Langer's works, she lectured free of charge 
for twenty years. 17 She also describes how Langer's art appreciation classes 
took a comparative analysis approach -form and expression -rather than a 
chronological one. Considering that she had to flee Vienna when it came 
under Nazi control, I believe this is an important point. I would argue that it 
was Or Langer's intention not to enter into notions of nationalism in art. 
She also became involved in the work of the Art Gallery Society and first 
served as a committee member in 1952, and then as President in 1965. She 
was the first woman to serve as President of the society at a time when the 
committee was made up mostly of men.18 Subsequently she served a further 
three terms as president in 1966, 197 4 and 1975. She also served on the 
committee in other capacities including purchaser convenor of gifts to the 
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QAG by the society, in 1963, 1964, and then 1978 through to 1981.19 This 
was a long and fruitful relationship and in tribute to Dr Langer's huge 
contribution through promoting the acquisition of more adventurous art works, 
one of which is the Sonia Delauney Aubusson tapestry, Syncopee (c1973-74), 
by the society, Mrs Patricia L Ryan of the Art Gallery Society had this to say: 
In her capacity of advisor on purchasing for the Society over many 
years, Gertrude has probably built her most lasting memorial in the 
works that she has helped the Society donate to the Art Gallery. 
The variety of material of material purchased is testimony to her 
continued search for excellence -Paintings, ceramics, sculpture, 
weaving and tapestry.20 
The Society was particularly important in fulfilling the educational role of the 
gallery and Langer is particularly credited in involvement in this area.21 This 
included Dr Langer's art appreciation classes during the 1950's as well as her 
involvement in the Gallery lecture series. She gave her first lecture in 1956 
on "Chinese Painting" and went on to participate in many others. The Society 
introduced the annual Gertrude Langer Lecture in 1983, in recognition of her 
contribution to education in the arts.22 Art professionals were invited to speak 
on topics in the arts. The first was held the year before her death in 1983, and 
fittingly the first and only lecture that she would hear was in honour of her 
architect husband, Karl, 'To Live Among Trees: Karl Langer's Journey from 
Vienna to Brisbane', given by lan Sinnamon, then Senior Lecturer in 
Architecture at The University of Queensland.23 
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A major contribution was informing the general public through her weekly art 
reviews in The Courier Mail on the visual arts in all its forms. From her 
scrapbooks in which she pasted many of her reviews, which are now held in 
the Fryer library archives, the diversity of what Or Langer discussed in her 
reviews is easily noted. These included not only exhibitions of local art 
including many of the art competitions held during this period, but also the 
work of interstate and international artists, including James Cant, Jackson 
Pollock and the arrival of Blue Poles at Brisbane City Hall in 1974, and 
numerous reviews on Sidney Nolan's exhibitions held in Brisbane over many 
years, to name but a few.24 Providing a weekly art review for the newspaper 
from her appointment in 1956 up until the week before her death in 1984 sees 
her as the longest serving art critic on a newspaper in Australia. 25 Whilst 
these were mainly very short pieces - only several hundred words - they 
provided Langer the opportunity to advise the public of exhibitions by local art 
practitioners as well as visiting interstate and international exhibitions. Langer 
informed in a way that would be considered based on form rather than social 
or theoretical premise. In a 1956 review of Sydney Nolan's exhibition of 
paintings of Italy held at the Johnstone Gallery, Langer describes his painting 
Crucifix as: 
A rhythmically-spaced composition of still and static vertical and 
horizontal forms in varied earth colours, slowly measured out against 
an absolute deep blue as symbolical of eternity as the gold 
background in medieval art.26 
As previously mentioned, Or Langer immersed herself in the art scene in 
Brisbane from the time she arrived by holding art appreciation classes, etc, 
thus setting the wheels in motion for a long and busy career of making the art 
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world more accessible to its citizens and encouraging them to take an active 
interest in what was happening both locally and elsewhere. This may go 
some way to explaining her "style" of art criticism in her reviews for The 
Courier Mail. I would suggest that Or Langer was in fact in step with what was 
happening elsewhere in Australia -contemporary art needed its champions 
not only in the artists themselves, but also those writing about it, critiquing it 
and preaching its importance to the public. Like another Australian art critic 
Bernard Smith, she saw her main role and challenge to be that of introducing 
art as something that serves to enhance everyday life, not something just for 
a small cross section of society. Her writing therefore may not reflect a 
theoretical disposition that we have come to expect in more contemporary 
writing. Through her newspaper reviews in particular, she gave them some 
ideas of how to look at contemporary artworks, and what could be appreciated 
in some styles of art that may have been alien to them. She no doubt saw her 
role as one of opening up the notions of modern art, including Australian and 
international works, to a wider audience and defending the artists' integrity 
and ability to practise their art within a more accepting and tolerant 
community. This argument is borne out by all her various and longstanding 
roles in the arts community of Brisbane. 
1 QAG, In Memory ofDr Gertrude Langer 1908-84, 1985, p. 3 
2 Tbid 
3 Betty Churcher, "Betty Churcher on the impact of the art critic Gertrude Langer", Art and Australia, 
Vol 30, No 4, Winter 1993, p. 514 
4 Judith Mackay, "Daphne Mayo: Sculptor" in Daphne Mayo, Sculptor [exhibition catalogue] 
University of Qld Art Museum, 1981, p. 10 
5 Joanne Watson, "Brisbane's Little Chelsea", Overland, Issue 174, 2004, pp. 58- 62 
6 Ibid 
7 Ibid 
8 Ibid 
9 lbid 10 Glenn R Cooke, A Time Remembered- Art in Brisbane 1950 to 1975, Queensland Art Gallery, 1995, 
pp. 35,36 
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20QAG, p4 
21 Ryan, p65 
22 Ibid 
23 Ryan, p49
24 Dr Gertrude Langer Archive, Fryer Library, The University ofQid, Call no UQFLI57, Box 14 
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Chapter Two - On a Local Level 
It is difficult to judge Langer's reviews on art in terms of today's notion of 
criticality, the span and prolificness of her writing and activities. However, her 
newspaper reviews are especially important when considering Langer's 
impact on the art scene in Brisbane. What was her aim when writing about 
current exhibitions on show in Brisbane during her many years of writing for 
The Courier Mail? One could look to Bernard Smith's introduction to the 
collection of his own writings on Australian artists in The Critic as Advocate1
as a parallel to Langer's writings, lectures and reviews when he discusses 
what inspired him to write about art: 
At the time I began to write there was little interest in Australian art as 
an identifiable tradition. My work therefore developed as a kind of 
advocacy of the art I admired and as a critique of those dangers that, 
it seemed to me, the young and fragile tradition had to face up to and 
confront if it were to remain viable. The selections [reviews chosen 
for text] I have chosen should make this clear. They were written to 
make the work of the artists I admired more accessible to the general 
public.2
Smith's aim at a time when he believed little regard was given to Australian art 
and artists by the wider public, was to encourage Australians to take an 
interest in what was going on in the art world, locally, nationally and 
internationally. Betty Churcher supports this notion in her tribute to Langer in 
Art and Australia's 1993 special "Emigre" issue: 
Although her training had been in European Renaissance and 
Baroque art, she made contemporary Australian art her subject by 
keeping close to the artists. Her newspaper column was often the first 
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public recognition many young artists received, and she became their 
apologist during their early years. 3 
In a 1997 review on Peter Beilharz's, Imagining the Antipodes: Culture, 
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Theory and the Visual in the work of Bernard Smith, McKenzie Wark notes 
that Smith's approach to newspaper criticism is in terms of pleading a case for 
an artist with the public- persuasion rather than bullying.4 This idea of
persuading the public to take the time to not only visit exhibitions, but also to 
come to some understanding of what they are seeing is also at the crux of 
Langer's reviews. A July 8 1959 review of artist Tom Garrett's water colours 
and monotypes is an example of her "style" and like Betty Churcher describes 
"their apologist": 
I n  both techniques Garrett showed an absorbing interest in what one 
can do with running, clotting, crumbling paint. I n  the light of some 
contemporary trends, it is interesting to reflect what could have 
happened if Garrett had been able to use this interest plus his 
considerable technical skill in manipulating paint with complete 
freedom of expression ... But here and there, observation , manual 
skill, and feeling for the poetry of space, light, and atmosphere, give 
results such as "Grey and Brown", "Picnic Match" and "Picnic". 5 
As previously mentioned, Langer's view on the history of art and art 
appreciation, like Smith's, was based on aesthetic judgment and a pluralist 
view, rather than a dogmatic linear approach. And like Smith, this allowed 
Langer the freedom to write favourably for many of the Australian artists that 
she supported through her reviews and when judging the many art prizes that 
existed in the 1950's and 1960's.6
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Criticality is also very difficult when the writer is limited to a very few words. 
Langer's column rarely ran to any more than several hundred words, except in 
the case of special features such as the articles regarding the purchase of the 
French paintings by the Queensland Art Gallery in 1959. On May 7, that year, 
The Courier Mail announced "French Art Treasures Coming to Queensland" 7, 
which heralded the arrival of several major art purchases of French modernist 
works by the Queensland Art Gallery. This was a major event for Queensland, 
and the purchase of the French paintings made front-page headlines on 
Thursday May 7. Admittedly the major focus of this particular article was the 
prices paid for the paintings with the headline "Qid buys £94 800 worth of art 
works in London", but also discussed, albeit briefly, was the artistic 
importance of the two most desired paintings by the Queensland Art Gallery, 
Picasso's La Belle Hollandaise and Degas' Three Dancers, with some 
mention of the two artists. Of note was that the collection being auctioned in 
London actually belonged to a Brisbane collector, Mr H De Vahl Rubin, who 
was a wealthy grazier with several large properties in Queensland. The price 
paid for the French paintings caused much controversy, as the artists, and the 
style of works were not widely known to the Queensland public at that time. 
This negative criticism was, however, somewhat alleviated when it was 
announced in the paper on May 8 that no public money would be needed to 
pay for the works. 8 
The purchase of these paintings had obviously generated enough public 
interest and controversy for The Courier Mail to commission Gertrude Langer 
in her role as art critic and reviewer to write more lengthy pieces than her 
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usual weekly reviews - a piece on each of the six works to explain to the local 
community "how to" understand and appreciate the works by Picasso, Degas, 
Renoir and Toulouse-Lautrec purchased by the gallery. This series9 provides
a particularly good example of Langer's role as educator and mediator of art 
in Queensland. These articles were published over a number of weeks from 
their arrival at the gallery from June 1 1959 through to July 31 1959. This 
gave Langer the opportunity to educate and inform the general public about 
art and now particularly contemporary art. She wrote about six of the 
paintings purchased: Three Dancers at Dancing Class by Edgar Degas, La 
Belle Hollandaise, Tete d'Homme and Woman with Parasol Lying on the 
Beach by Pablo Picasso, Coco and Bielle by Auguste Renoir and finally Henri 
Toulouse-Lautrec's Tete de Fille. 
The first of this series on June 1 1959 was Degas' Three Dancers at Dancing 
Class, and was titled "You will understand 'Dancers' at Gallery. Implicit in her 
title's meaning, Langer pointed out that most viewers would understand the 
subject matter but may need some assistance to be made aware of its 
underlying structure as crucial to its success as a masterpiece.10 She stresses
that it is not a difficult painting, but there is more to see than just an informal 
and impromptu glance into the life of a dancer. So she goes on to discuss the 
form - vertical and horizontal lines and the informality of the scene in a way 
that is easily identifiable by the viewing public and gives a little background as 
to Degas' motivation for subject matter in the form of dancers. She introduces 
the uninformed to simple art terminology - asymmetrical balance, lines and 
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shapes, light and dark, diagonal, vertical and horizontal lines and divisions, 
stability, weight, contrast, harmony, composition and so on. 
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There was probably some method in Langer beginning her series with what 
would be seen by the general public as the more acceptable, aesthetically 
pleasing and more easily understood of the six works. The work of Degas 
would possibly have been more known than that of Picasso at that time. She 
then moved on to tackling the public's reluctance of modern art with writing on 
the three works by Picasso. She began with La Belle Hollandaise the earlier 
of the three Picasso's stemming from his Pink Period, which was prior to his 
stint with Cubism. It is this thread that she uses to link this review with those 
on the more difficult and confronting Picasso paintings of the 1959 QAG 
Exhibition, Head of Man, and according to newspaper articles and editorials in 
The Courier Mail the most controversial of all the paintings, Woman on the 
Beach. In her article on La Belle with the subtitle "Picasso shows beauty of 
art", Langer shared her observation of the layman "who does not know about 
art, but knows what he likes usually likes certain paintings for wrong reasons 
and dislikes others for equally wrong reasons"11, as she spent time in the
crowded gallery as people came to see the newly arrived works at the QAG. 
Once again, she tries to engage the reader and viewer with the formal 
qualities of the work, but also asks them to look for the essential human 
qualities to be found in La Belle: 
Aesthetic experience is only possible when we perceive its dominant form. 
The human qualities of this work are strong indeed (as they are in all of 
Picasso's works, even in those which you might find "monstrous"). The 
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work is very warm and human, and I am not denying its even erotic (but 
certainly not pornographic) note. 12 
Langer was pre-empting the challenge of "explaining" the cubist works 
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acquired by the QAG in her series of articles, and asking the public to attempt 
to engage with modern art by furnishing them with some basic understanding 
of its meaning. 
It would appear from researching issues of The Courier Mail that Langer was 
not only up against a largely sceptical and uninformed public, but also what 
seems to be the ambivalent attitude of the very newspaper she wrote for. 
Whilst seemingly supporting the arts through articles such as Langer's and 
other art professionals such as QAG Director of the time, Mr Robert 
Haines,with his article in The Courier Mail " ... Now, here's a gallery preview" 
13 in the May 9 issue, the paper also published a number of other articles with
a negative spin regarding the purchase. These included the headline on May 
7, already mentioned which decried the amount spent on the paintings, and 
La Belle was once so 'cheap' on May 1414. A couple of months later and the
opening of the State Centenary Exhibition of 19th and 20th Century French Art 
saw the recent QAG purchases still under fire. "La Belle shocker is price, not 
pose" printed on July 8, claims that her price is what shocked people, but in 
the article stated, "On her appearance, La Belle Hollandaise" passed public 
inspection with flying colours" which sadly was in regard to it being a nude 
rather than to the stature and value of the art work itself.15 Picasso's "lady
with a Parasol did not fare well under the gaze and comment of "the man in 
the street" style reporting, with a photograph of a puzzled "truck driver" with 
the painting headlined "nothing like her at Surfers"; "I can't make head or tail 
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of that one", said Brisbane truck driver . . . .  Yesterday was a day of down-to­
earth comment at the Queensland Art Gallery". 16. Reporting on the private
preview of the French Painting Exhibition on July 15, the headline was no 
better, "100CJ Looked art over, some laughed". 17 It can be noted from the
location in these issues of The Courier Mail, of these reports and reviews that 
this was a pretty hot topic in not only Brisbane city but also with the a wider 
Queensland audience. 
So this raises the issue of whether The Courier Mail was actually serious in its 
efforts for promoting the arts in Brisbane or more interested in selling 
newspapers? The fact that Langer's column was so small, and did not really 
allow an in-depth discussion or analysis of topical art events, along with the 
paper's often sensationalist and at times apparently bigoted reporting of 
"controversial" art matters, support the latter suggestion. However, it would be 
unfair and somewhat cynical to disregard its contribution to promoting the 
arts, as it did promote the arts during this period and this thesis does not allow 
for this argument to be thoroughly investigated. What must also be 
considered in regard to this issue is that Langer wrote for this newspaper on a 
weekly basis for almost thirty years - we have the examples of Langer's 
reviews and her educational articles on the French paintings to prove that 
there was some positive support in place for the arts in the print media during 
her life here in Brisbane. 
What hasn't yet been discussed in detail is whether Langer's reviews did in 
fact have an impact on numbers of people attending exhibitions and becoming 
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more involved in the arts in general. This is a difficult question to try and 
quantify. Her efforts cannot be dismissed from accounting for a steady 
increase over her lifetime in Brisbane of people visiting galleries, attending 
exhibitions, becoming more comfortable looking at and discussing art, joining 
art clubs and societies and practising art. Brisbane, and Queensland as a 
whole, suffered from the lack of suitable premises for the state collection for 
many years. Patricia Ryan's Friends for Forty Years chronicles in detail the 
slow move towards appropriately housing the collection, and the QAGS 
involvement in assisting with the plea for this new gallery throughout the 
Society's existence - it wasn't until 1982 that the current premises at South 
Brisbane were opened. That the State Government finally had to bow to 
public pressure and concerns would indicate that there was a growing public, 
interested enough to demand action on this issue. However, while her writing 
has played a long and important part in the history of art in Queensland 
Langer's involvement with the Arts Council of Australia Queensland Branch, 
gave her more practical opportunities for bringing art to the fore in 
Queensland. Chapter Three shows how her involvement with the Arts Council 
allowed her to widen the scope of her activities beyond Brisbane and 
Queensland. 
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Chapter Three- Between Regions 
Dr Gertrude Langer's work for the Queensland Branch of the Arts Council is 
well documented in many of the histories of the arts in Queensland. Her work 
with the Arts Council is evidence of her practical engagement with the arts 
rather than simply a literary relationship. She is credited with its success 
during the period of her involvement and turning it into one of the most 
productive, and it could be argued, relevant Arts Councils, in regards to its 
aims, in the nation at the time. The Courier Mail reported at the time of her 
retirement in 1975 that Mr P Dent, the Queensland Arts Council Administrator, 
stated "Dr Langer brought the Queensland Arts Council out of oblivion. It is 
now the largest arts touring organisation in Australia and our turnover last 
year was more than $1 million."1 From her very first year as President in 1961,
Langer was determined to ensure that the people of Queensland would be 
able to experience first hand the arts in all their forms. With an extremely 
limited budget in the first year of operation, the Queensland Arts Council 
managed to extend its hand well outside the Brisbane area, as is evidenced 
by the President's annual report for the year 1961 to 1962. She reported on 
the activities of the council that year which included the Child Art Exhibition 
that toured Queensland in that year: 
[A display] Was assembled by Mr and Mrs Arthur Cantril! who conduct 
child art classes ... They also assembled the display in an attractive 
and instructive manner so as to create an interest in modern methods 
of child guidance toward creative expression. 2
Here it important to note that "modern" methods had been undertaken for the 
exhibition. Langer was not interested in outmoded ideas of what art was about 
- her support for contemporary art and art practices is also well documented 
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through her reviews and comments. Also in this report was the fact that Dr 
Langer and her husband Karl had already managed to visit five centres during 
the same year. As the Queensland Branch had only started up that year this 
was a reasonable number of visits and they travelled as far north as 
Townsville in North Queensland. 
Activities often meant co-operation with other arts organisations. In August a 
joint exhibition with the Queensland Art Gallery of Chinese Scroll paintings 
was held. Also held concurrently to complement this exhibition the Qld Art 
Gallery Society staged the "superior" Loan Exhibition of Eastern Art from 
Private Collections.3 Two free lectures were held in conjunction - one on
Chinese Landscape Painting given by Langer herself. Both Langer and her 
husband Karl were extremely interested in Asian art and bequested a large 
number of Asian artefacts - their collection of Japanese netsuke (figurines) a 
particularly important contribution - to the Queensland Art Gallery. The 
lunchtime lecture series instigated by Langer in her role with the Arts Council 
for the May 1962 reflects this strong support for Asian arts in one of its flyers: 
Each Wednesday from 1 . 1 0  to 1 .  50pm 
Free Admission 
Lecture Room Royal Geographical Society 1 77 - 1 79 Ann St 
Arts of the East 
May 8 Japanese Gardens (illustrated) Speaker Dr Karl Langer 
May 1 5  Chinese Painting (illustrated) Speaker Dr Gertrude Langer 
May 22 Two Thousand Years of Japanese Sculpture (illustrated) 
Speaker Clayton Bredt 
May 29 The Japanese Art of Dwarfing Trees (Bonsai) 
Speaker Mrs HB Bonney" 4 
One of Langer's major successes in her first year as Preside11t of the Qld Arts 
Council was the exhibition "Sydney Contemporary Painters".5 The Courier 
Maifs Page 2 headline on June 28 1961 proclaimed "Our Art is a sensation in 
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London- 12000 people have seen 55 man show".6 This was of particular
interest to the Queensland newspaper as four of the artists shown were 
Queenslanders- Jon Molvig, Charles Blackman, Andrew Sibley and lan 
Fairweather: 
London - Australian painting continues to dominate the news in 
London's art world, as the show of 1 1 1  works by 55 painters at the 
Whitechapel Gallery reaches the halfway mark of its six-week run. 
Not even a big show at the Tate of the works of Daumier ... , not even 
a rich display by the internationally famous modern Marc Chagall, in 
the West End, has dimmed the Australian success7
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Causing particular excitement for the four Queensland artists as mentioned in 
the article was that "purchasing interest has been shown towards the 
Queenslanders by the world famous Tate Gallery, London"8, the prestige and
financial side of things considered by the paper to be of particular interest to 
the general public. It was this interest generated by the media reports of the 
Whitechapel Show that Dr Langer seized upon for the most important event 
organised by the Arts Council for that year, as well as the fact that many of 
the artists shown in London had never been seen in Brisbane. During her first 
year as President, Dr Langer held the "Exhibition of Sydney Contemporary 
Painters", in October 1961. This was held over a period of three weeks at the 
Hardy Bros new gallery at 118 Queen St. Dr Langer notes in her report that 
the exhibition "entailed much work and a mountain of correspondence with 
artists and the Contemporary Arts Society of NSW in Sydney who have much 
co-operation". 9 This comment is borne out by the archived letters, submission
forms, invoices and business arrangements catalogued in the Gertrude 
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Langer archive. She was pleased to advise the committee "at conclusion we 
scored a profit in spite of the very high cost of all items involved in such a 
major undertaking". 10 This would indicate that Brisbane art audiences were
not only very interested to see works from interstate, but were also willing to 
pay to see them: 
The exhibition was recognised as an important one, as most of the 
painters included had won acclaim and major prizes in Australia and 
abroad, yet many had never exhibited in Brisbane before. 11 
This is of particular note as Langer had seized upon the excitement 
generated by the success of the show of Australian paintings held at the 
Whitechapel Gallery in London earlier that year and extracted paintings from 
many of the artists that had exhibited in London for her exhibition here in 
Brisbane. 
Obvious preliminary work on the exhibition by Dr Langer in her archive 
included a Press Release by Hal Missingham marked 15 September 1961, 
filed in Notes for CAS NSW Exhibition, which reads, "Art Gallery of NSW, 
1961 Helena Rubenstein Travelling Exhibition will be opened 4 October. 
Artists invited to exhibit five paintings each". 12 Of the invited artists Dr Langer
had underlined John Coburn, Thomas Gleghorn, Margo Lewers, William 
Rose, Leonard Hessing and Stan Rapotec. She approached the NSW 
Branch of the CAS to organise and co-ordinate the submission of works by its 
members and other artists for this exhibition and act as a central point for 
collection of the works for transportation to Brisbane. Excited by the prospect 
of being able to make use of the new Hardy Bros gallery at 118 Queen St 
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Brisbane she wrote to Weaver Hawkings, who was the current President of 
the CAS NSW Branch: 
In the meantime I have been successful in securing an ideal place 
on the first floor of Hardy Bros., Jewellers, Queen Street, in the best 
section of the city. The room in question is a fairly large and elegant 
one. It has unbroken wall space on both long walls and has fine 
natural light. It is possible to hang fairly large paintings. About thirty 
paintings (not all of large size) can be displayed to best 
advantage.13
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In this letter, she listed the artists that she desired to participate in the show, 
which included those already mentioned above plus many others. Dr Langer 
eagerly sought artists that were acclaimed proponents of contemporary art 
based in Sydney. The original submission forms by the artists are contained 
in the archive along with other correspondence between herself and those 
artists that sent work to be exhibited. There are also a number of letters from 
the Sydney artist Elwyn Lynn who appears to have been a useful conduit 
between the NSW artists and herself. These letters, which span several 
months, offer advice as well as outlining those artists, from whom he had 
extracted, promises from to participate in this exciting event. In a letter dated 
Friday 8 September, Lynn seems excited and satisfied with the artists
committed to contribute: 
No school of abstraction is unrepresented ... Pure abstract expression 
in Gleghorn, Borlase (really conceived with USA problems of pictorial 
space); linear abstraction with Ogburn, Olsen, Hessing, Plate, etc; the 
texturologists with Lynn, McDonald, Edwards; more geometrical and 
classic abstraction with Hinder, Coburn, Weaver Hawkins; English 
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School, somewhat Sutherland-inspired abstraction of native- Warren 
and Curtis; fragmentation a Ia Cezanne in William Rose and ever 
more. I think you can rest satisfied with group as it stands and it 
should prove quite enjoyable ... 14
In the same letter he had extracted a promise by Robert Hughes to send a 
work for the exhibition, but in a later letter dated 22 September 1961 he 
apologizes for this promise not being fulfilled. 
Robert Hughes is prone to make promises that he cannot fulfil despite 
his intentions; he bites off a lot of unchewable mouthfuls.15
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Hughes' reason for not participating is not enlightened by any of the 
correspondence, along with those others from whom Langer had requested 
such as Bob Dickerson, William Debell, Russell Drysdale, Frank Hodkinson, 
Clem Meadmore, Godfrey Miller, Robert Morrow, Justin O'Brien and Peter 
Upward. However as Roy Churcher reported in his review on the show, 
"Abstract Paintings from Sydney, London at the recent Whitechapel exhibition 
saw twelve of them"16, in reference to the artists that did participate in
Langer's exhibition. 
From the entertainment pages of the Sunday Truth on October 8, 1961 better 
known as Felicity's page, comes this mention of the show in relation to the 
newly formed Queensland branch of the Contemporary Arts Society, of which 
Langer was also a member. "Art is busting out all over" was the news item's 
title, attempting to highlight what could be seen as a shift in local attitudes 
towards art through the establishment of more artists groups and exhibitions 
such as the Hardy Bros show: 1 7  
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Mention of Roy Churcher's studio as the pivot for the new 
Contemporary Arts Society Queensland Branch . . .  Brisbane has 
suddenly woken up to find itself the most art-conscious city in 
Australia . . .  Galleries are selling more paintings in Brisbane than in 
other cities . . . A new gallery above Hardy Bros was opened last
week . . . .  In the midst of all this, the Contemporary Art Society is out 
to give its members an extra push - to stimulate them by 
discussion, by exhibitions of southern paintings, by sending 
Queensland paintings south. Next week they're having a discussion 
of the paintings by southern artists at the new gallery. 18
In his review of the show, Roy Churcher went on to describe the importance 
of seeing new works of contemporary art in Brisbane and also discussion of 
these works, not by only artists and members of art groups but the public in 
general: 
If Hardy Bros new gallery at 1 1 8 Queen Street becomes a source of 
controversy over the next three weeks, then the stimulating 
exhibition " Contemporary Sydney Painters" will have served a very 
good purpose . . . .  Only six of the twenty-five painters represented 
have been seen in Brisbane before. ( Roy Churcher, News 
clipping)19
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In what appears to be a press release written and typed up by Langer to 
announce the coming show and its opening is stated " Exhibition of 
Contemporary Sydney Painters to be opened by Mr Laurie Thomas, Director 
of Queensland Art Gallery, Hardy Bros Gallery, 1 1 8 Queen St, 2 October 
1 961 " .  Most important to the advertising of this exhibition are the words "Thus 
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we are giving the Brisbane public a chance to see what is going on in the art 
world of the NSW capital". 20 The aim of alerting Queensland and Brisbane
audiences to the ongoing changes and influences in the art world was 
reinstated in the exhibition catalogue foreword written by Langer: 
This exhibition is the first interstate one arranged by the Q ueensland 
Division of The Arts Council of Australia. I t  is also the first attempt 
at showing a fairly representative cross-section of recent painting by 
Sydney Contemporary artists. Although is has not been possible to 
include every painter we should have liked to include, this exhibition 
needs no apology. It is an important one and puts before the 
Brisbane public qu ite a number of painters now in the forefront of 
the contemporary movement in Australia ,  whose work has either 
never, or rarely, been seen in Brisbane. 2 1
Intrinsic to Langer's aim to elevate the general public's knowledge and 
understanding of contemporary art was that they should have the opportunity 
to view first hand a variety of the work of acclaimed and professional artists, 
such as those she presented in Contemporary Sydney painters. It was 
definitely not a "one-way" road with regard to artistic exchange in regard to 
Queensland, and immediately following "Sydney Painters" a display of the 
works of Queensland artists was sent to Sydney to the CAS, NSW Branch, for 
the 23rd Annual Interstate Exhibition at the Blaxland Gallery, which opened 25 
October 1961 ?2 According to the QAG's A Time Remembered Queensland
artists that submitted work to the exhibition included Roy Churcher, Maryke 
Degeus, John Aland and Andrew Sibley, to name a few. 23 
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It can be argued that the Sydney Contemporary Painters Exhibition organised 
by Dr Langer, while not the first interstate exhibition ever held, was important 
as it created an important connection between Queensland and the NSW 
Branch of the CAS. This appears to have been the impetus for a healthy 
exchange of art and artists between states through the CAS branch network 
including Queensland, of which Langer was a founding member. However, 
she could not remain on the committee for long due to her commitments as 
President of the Qld Arts Council. The creation of a local branch of the 
Contemporary Arts Society was important for Brisbane, because outside of 
some of the more experimental private galleries, there were few outlets or 
avenues for the not only the showing but also the discussion of newer and 
more controversial forms of contemporary art that local artists were interested 
in. Whilst Langer was sometimes critical of the standards of some of the 
works, which were exhibited in the CAS shows, she did however approve of 
their attempts at more unconventional work in abstraction. 24
Her efforts to educate Queenslanders saw the establishment of one of 
Langer's most successful long-term projects, which is discussed in the 1962 
report. It was her aim to have the first Creative Arts Vacation School up and 
running by August 1962, which she achieved. Classes in painting, pottery 
and drama were held at The University of Queensland St Lucia campus, and 
the first school had a healthy enrolment of 112 students, with 53 of those from 
country centres. Teachers for the painting classes included notable artists 
both local and interstate- Desiderius Orban, Stanislaus Rapotec and Roy 
Churcher.25
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Furthering the aim of the Arts Council's, that of art education for all the people 
of Queensland, the UNESCO Colour Reproduction of Famous Paintings 
Series One was framed and exhibited at regional and remote centres 
throughout the state including towns as far afield as Julia Creek and Mitchell. 
According to the report the second series would be exhibited the following 
year in 1963. 26
Dr Langer's commitment to exposing the people of Queensland to all forms of 
art is beyond question, and her drive to do so can be evidenced in her 
foreword of the 1962 President's Report to the Qld Arts Council Committee, 
along with her growing frustration at the lack of serious governmental support 
at all levels not only financially: 
The value of the work of the Arts Council l ies in its scope. It includes 
in its activit ies all the arts but brings them to places all over the 
country even to those extremely remote from opportunit ies offered in 
larger cit ies. Adequate financial backing is required. 
I s  the cost for cultural necessit ies too high? I ask. Can we as a nation 
afford not to afford the cost? It seems the fi rst thing that has to be 
recognised is the significance of art for the full development of man ­
Art is as old as mankind,  proof enough that art is essential to man. 
Indeed, art is one of the things, which distinguishes man from other 
creatures. 
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Far from being only a form of entertainment, art- both as creative 
activ ity and as appreciation- has a deeper significance. This 
signifi cance lies in art's power to give a deeper awareness of l ife. 
Through the medium of art, man becomes aware of himself. Through 
its art a nation becomes aware of itself. 27 
It is these underlying beliefs and ideals of Dr Langer's that I seek to address 
further in Chapter Four - the philosophies and elements of Dr Langer's life that 
shaped her attitudes to art and gave her the determination for her seemingly 
unrelenting mission to promote art in Queensland and beyond. 
1 QAG, In Memory of Dr Gertrude Langer 1908 - 84, 1985,  p. 5 
2 Dr Gertrude Langer, Presidents Report AGM, Arts Council of Australia (Queensland Division) for 
year ending 3 1  December 1 9 62, Copy held in Fryer Library, UQ Call no UQ FL 157,  Box 68 
3 Ibid 
4 Dr Gertrude Langer Archive, Fryer Library, University of Qld, Call No UQFL I 57,  Box 22 
5 Dr Gertrude Langer, Contemporary Sydney Painters Exhibition Catalogue, 1 9 6 1  - See Appendix i i i  
6 The Courier Mail, "Our Art i s  a Sensation in London", 2 8  June 1 9 6 1 ,  p. 2 
7 Ibid 
8 Ibid 
9 Ibid 
1 0 Ibid 
I I Ibid 
1 2 Langer Archive, Papers contained in folder on Sydney Contemporary Painters Exhibition, Box 22 
1 3 Ibid 
1 4 Ibid 
1 5 Ibid 
1 6 Ibid 
1 7 Ibid 
1 8  Ibid 
1 9 Robrt Haines, Newsclipping - "Abstract Painting from Sydney" from the Langer Archive, Box 22 
20 News Release from the Langer Archive, Box 22, author not indicated
2 1 See Appendix i i i  Dr Gertrude Langer, Contemporary Sydney Painters Exhibition Catalogue, 196 1 
22 Glenn R Cooke, A Time Remembered- Art in Brisbane 1950 to 1975, Queensland Art Gallery, 1995, 
p. 74
23 Ibid 
24 See Dr Langer's comments on abstraction in Cooke, p .  75 
25 Ibid 
26 Ibid 
27 Langer, "President's Report 1 9 62" 
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Chapter Four - Beyond Bris bane 
In the same year that Dr Langer arrived in Australia in 1939, Sir Keith 
Murdoch brought the Herald Exhibition of French and British Contemporary 
Art to Australia, which travelled to (not always in its original form) Melbourne, 
Sydney, Adelaide, Hobart, Launceston and Brisbane over a six year period. 1
Brisbane was its final showing, and according to Eileen Chanin and Steven 
Miller's book about the exhibition, Degenerates and Perverts, it was in a much 
reduced state from its first showing.2 The aim of the exhibition was explained
by Keith Murdoch in the exhibition catalogue: 
This exhibition is designed to give the Austral ian people an 
opportunity - their f irst opportunity - of direct contact with the work of 
those great masters whose discoveries are so profoundly affecting the 
artistic expressions of our time. The artist,  in all his work, must 
always be exploring and striving, and in Australia we have many 
artists of f ine taste and sincerity whose vision wi l l  be widened by this 
experience. Some knowledge is needed in this partnership offered by 
the painter; according to the degree of understanding which the 
observer brings, so will his pleasure and profit be increased. 3 
This exhibition has been written into Australian art history as having 
impacted on young Australian artists of the time, as it included, as 
stated by Murdoch, many works of modern masters never seen before 
in Australia, such as Cezanne, Picasso, Bannard, Braque, Matisse. 
However, while the exhibition had many fans, it toured during a period 
when artists and writers such as Lionel Lindsay and JS McDonald 
were attacking progressive art under the guise of being anti­
nationalistic. Bernard Smith examined this trend in his 1946 essay, 
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"The Fascist Mentality in Australian Art and Criticism" written for the 
Communist Review4, discussing JS McDonald's obsession with a
"pastoral idyll" and both Norman and Lionel Lindsay's anti modernist 
stance as nothing more than elitism and more importantly anti­
semitism.5 This thesis does not have the scope to investigate this issue
in depth, but I have raised it as an important one in relation to 
Langer's art writing, because as will be discussed further, Bernard 
Smith, and also Chanin and Miller, pay tribute to the influx of refugee 
artists and writers who arrived as a result of World War II and the ideas 
and attitudes they brought with them. 
Having arrived in Australia as a refugee from Europe, Langer brought 
with her a thorough knowledge of traditional and contemporary 
European art as well as Asian art. Crucially for this thesis, this 
knowledge she brought with her was free from any local interpretations 
or prejudices. For Bernard Smith, this was a valuable and important 
aspect of these art professionals and practitioners that came to 
Australia for Europe as refugees in the late 1930's and 1940's. In his 
book, Australian Painting, Bernard Smith makes a brave attempt at 
introducing an overall tradition of Australian art. His chapter "The Art 
Scene" is a brief discussion on migration to Australia by artists and art 
professionals and their impact on art in Australia. According to Smith, 
Australia did not receive anyone with an existing international 
reputation, unlike the United States which received artists such as 
Yves Tanguy, Max Ernst and Salvador Dali. 6 What the immigrants from
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eastern and central Europe did bring to Australia was a "sympathetic 
knowledge of avant-garde art, especially expressionism", and he sees 
the impact of the immigrants in terms of reinforcing during the 1950's 
and early 1960's an already emerging "bent towards expressionism" as 
portrayed by artists such as Dobell, Drysdale, Tucker, Nolan and 
Boyd.7 Rather than dominating the avant-garde art movements Smith
wrote that these migrant artists and art professionals did more to 
"change the climate of aesthetic opinion during the 1950's and 1960's 
by taking up teaching posts in general education, public and private 
schools and in adult education and in so doing were able to educate a 
generation of Australians towards a more tolerant view of modern art, 
particularly abstract art." 8 It is in this context of migrant art and artists 
that Smith mentions Langer's contribution to the art scene in Brisbane: 
Brisbane has benefited from the art crit icism of Dr Gertrude Langer 
who studied at Vienna under Strzygowski and in Paris under 
Foci llon. 9 
Whilst his words on Langer are brief, Smith's comments regarding the 
education of the public and changing opinion favourably toward modern art 
can easily be applied to her activities and influence on the art scene in 
Queensland. 
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Returning to the point of nationalism in Australian art as berated by Bernard 
Smith, I would suggest that it was Langer's intention to not "buy into" these 
existing notions within Australian art history in her reviews and lectures. An 
early review of Langer's on a Clifton Pugh's exhibition in 1956 outlines as an 
introduction to his work the various stages of the tradition of landscape. In her 
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review, 'Three Stages in the painting of Australia", she discusses the 
landscape tradition in formal and expressive terms only, even levelling some 
criticism of the Australian impressionist landscape painters: 10
Came the second generation of impressionists, who popularised the 
vision of the f irst. Lacking that joy and freshness of prime experience, 
their paintings look pale by comparison. And now we have a new 
generation of painters, whose numbers are growing, who are setting 
out for new exploits. They explore and give us the "feel" rather than 
the look of the country ... Contemporary insistence on abstraction and 
expressive form are particularly suited for extracting these essential 
qualities, these realit ies more felt than seen, and thus making them 
accessible, through art , to our experience.11
It could be argued that she not only brought with her to Brisbane an attitude 
toward European art, unclouded by local prejudices, but she was able to cast 
a fresh gaze over Australian art, both past and present. From her reviews she 
does not appear to give credence to the notions of Sydney and Melbourne as 
entirely dominating art in Australia. Nor did she, like many other writers, such 
as Robert Hughes, Christopher Allen, and even Bernard Smith, have an 
insular attitude about her particular region - Queensland art and artists -
and insisted on enlightening her readers and listeners with what was 
happening elsewhere in Australia and not just Sydney and Melbourne, as well 
as overseas. This is evidenced throughout the entire body of her work in all of 
its forms- reviews, exhibitions she organised, lectures, and so on. 
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Glen Cooke in A Time Remembered begins the first chapter, cleverly, with a 
quote from Robert Hughes from a 1963 article for The Bulletin, in which he 
disregards Brisbane as having any place in the nation's history in terms of art: 
But in art, Brisbane, perched on stilts beside its tepid river smelling of 
hot metal and tar, seems almost further from Sydney than Sydney 
does from Paris. The art community there has something of the 
atmosphere of a moonshine settlement in the Ozarks. Jon Molvig is 
Big Pappy. One sometimes hears talk of a Brisbane school as 
identifiable to the casual eye as Sydney linear abstraction or 
Melbourne's Antipodeans . . . . . .  Molvig is one of the brill iant f igurative 
painters in Australia .  But it is inevitably an inbred art world hemmed 
in by public philistinism, constantly defensive yet, at t imes, apathetic 
to what goes on outside it .  12
It would seem that Hughes had little knowledge of what was occurring in 
Queensland other than what he saw hanging in exhibitions of Queensland 
artist's work. However, are we being defensive by trying to refute this 
perception and can we really say anything meaningful that might change 
Brisbane's role in the broader scheme of art in Australia? Does Queensland, 
in fact, sit outside the mainstream and therefore has nothing to contribute -
should it not be written about? Is there a danger of making too much of 
"minor" figures when defending our art history? These are some of the issues 
that are faced not only for the history of art in Queensland, but also when 
writing about it. 
An important facet of Dr Langer's work in Brisbane was that she set out to 
ensure that the work of artists be taken seriously by the public. It was to this 
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end of creating a professional and serious art scene for Brisbane that Langer 
opposed a growing amateurism that began to creep in to the work submitted 
to the many art prizes (too numerous to mention) that grew in prominence 
from the 1950's to the 1970's. 1 3  Langer saw this as detrimental to the notion
of local art being taken seriously as important to Brisbane's cultural 
development. It can be seen in her writing that she was concerned that 
because many of the prizes were open to amateurs, that many art forms were 
seen to be regarded as something that you did as a hobby, rather than as a 
career, which was in direct opposition to her beliefs and goals for art in 
Queensland . 1 4  Through her reviews she took every opportunity to ensure that
her readers knew of her disagreement with this amateurism. 
While much of her effort and activities were focussed locally and regionally ­
around Brisbane and Queensland - she maintained a strong interest and 
participation in what was happening in art on a much wider scale. She 
remained a member of the AICA- International Association of Art Critics, all 
her life. AICA was founded in 1948-49 under the patronage of UNESCO. This 
contact with peers all over the world kept her in touch of events and trends in 
the art world on an international level. 
Regardless of any lack of serious recognition on a national or international 
scale by contemporary art critics and writers today, Langer's dedication to art 
in general cannot be argued or easily dismissed. Evidenced by her body of 
work- her art reviews for The Courier Mail for more than thirty years, her 
lectures and art appreciation classes, her tireless support for young and 
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upcoming artists and her work with the Queensland Arts Council to name only 
some -are the strong feelings that Langer felt for her work or better yet, her 
vocation, especially in championing her cause of bringing contemporary art 
into the realms of everyday life for the people of Queensland. I suggest that 
for Langer this indicates a universal attitude to art that may have been much 
more contemporary and "international" than some art writers of her period. 
1 Janet Calvert-Jones, "Foreward" in Eileen Chanin and Steven Miller, Degenerates and Perverts: The 
1939 Herald Exhibition of French and Contemporary Art, The Miegunyah Press, Melbourne 2005, 
p. vi i
2 Eileen Chanin and Steven Miller, Degenerates and Perverts: The 1939 Herald Exhibition ofFrench 
and Contemporary Art, The Miegunyah Press, Melbourne 2005, p. 2 16 
3 Clavert-Jones, p. vii  
4 Bernard Smith, The Critic as Advocate 1948-1988, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1 9 8 9 .  
pp. 45-52 
5 Smith, pp. 49-50 
6 Bernard Smith, Australian Painting 1 7 8 8 -2000, Oxford University Press, Melbourne 200 I ,  p. 340 
7 Ibid 
8 Ibid 
9 Ibid 
1 0 Dr Gertrude Langer, 3 Stages in the painting of Australia, The Courier Mail, from Langer archive 
marked 1956, Box I 4 - Reviews 
I I Ibid 
12 Glenn R Cooke, A Time Remembered: Art in Brisbane /950 to 1975, QAG 1995,  p. 3 3  
1 3  A Time Remembered provides a n  invaluable source in its Chronology p l 03 t o  1 2 3  of the many art 
competitions and their winners. 
14 Dr Gertrude Langer, Art Review, The Courier Mail 
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Conclusion 
A vibrant contemporary arts scene is not just about the here and now, even 
though the works may reflect current attitudes and practices. The output of 
contemporary artists will always carry some trace of what has gone before -
what has been forged by the artists and art workers of a town or city in its 
history. It is not feasible to try to understand current trends in Brisbane's art 
scene without acknowledging the contribution and efforts of art professionals 
from last century that made a positive impact by establishing some 
recognised and organised frameworks in Brisbane where artists, art writers, 
art critics, teachers and art lovers could practise, exhibit, compare and 
appreciate not only local but national and international influences and art 
works. 
The primary conGerns of Langer's various roles within the art scene in 
Brisbane were to encourage young artists to experiment with contemporary 
art practices and to grow into professional artists along with disseminating 
'information to both the converted as well as the general public to increase 
awareness of contemporary art and its importance for a modern society. The 
scope of this thesis has allowed only a relatively brief account of the range of 
activities Langer was involved in an attempt to overcome these concerns, as 
well as attempting to place her through considering her European 
background, her training and the circumstances of her arrival in Brisbane and 
the notion of cultural exchange. As I have written, these activities ranged 
from giving lectures in her home, to her association with the Royal Art Gallery 
Society, to her newspaper reviews, through to her role as president of the 
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Queensland Arts Council chapter. Both Gertrude and her husband Karl are 
credited with reviving the Queensland arm of the Arts Council of Australia, 
which reformed under her presidency in 1961. This extended her ability to 
promote the arts throughout Queensland and beyond its borders. Betty 
Churcher describes best what drove Langer's ceaseless support for the arts 
best: "Her unblinking and unblinkered vision of art as an essential part of life 
stood behind every initiative" 1 It is interesting to consider why Langer having
been academically trained in Europe never held an academic teaching post, 
nor an official post at the Queensland Art Gallery. Did she better serve the 
community outside the confines of the art institutions? Was this a result of her 
personal beliefs and philosophies about the role of art in the community? 
However, in the roles that she did undertake in Queensland, she was highly 
regarded. Her services to the arts were already being widely recognised by 
the 1960's and she was awarded an OBE in 1968 for her services to the arts 
in Australia. 
While Langer brought ideas from Europe to Australia, which helped shape the 
art world of Queensland, a mutual cultural exchange occurred between both 
Dr Langer and the community, which also bolstered the extent of her activities 
and determination to make a difference in her new home. It also had a 
significant effect on Brisbane's art life. By looking beyond the mere aspect of 
what she contributed to the local culture, to her European training and 
background and examining the work, opinions and activities of this 
remarkable woman, we see something of the complex strands that provided 
part of the crucial foundations of the artistic life of Brisbane and Queensland 
Conclusion 
today. 
1 Churcher, Betty, "Betty Churcher on the impact of the art critic Gertrude Langer", Art and 
Australia, Vol 30 No 4, Winter 1 993, p 5 1 5  
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